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STILLWATER RANGE WILDERNESS STUDY AREA

l.  THE STUDY AREA - 94,607 Acres

The Stillwater Range WSA (NV-030-104) is located in Churchill County in west central Nevada.  The WSA
includes 94,607 acres of BLM lands and 619.78 acres of private inholdings within its boundaries.  The WSA
is bounded by County Road 399 and section lines on the west and the Copper Kettle and White Rock
Canyon roads, as well as three miles of unnamed dirt roads, on the north.  County Road 380 and private
lands form the eastern boundary and on the south the boundary follows the Cox and Silver Hill Canyon
roads.  The Stillwater Range WSA includes roughly the central third of the Stillwater Mountain Range.

2.  RECOMMENDATION AND RATIONALE -        0 acres recommended for wilderness
       94,607 acres recommended for nonwilderness

The recommendation for this WSA is to release all 94,607 acres for uses other than wilderness.  The
recommendation to release the Stillwater Range WSA from further wilderness consideration would allow
exploration for and development of energy and mineral resources to continue.  These activities have
occurred throughout the Stillwater Range since the mid-1800's.  Over 94 percent of the WSA has a
moderate or high favorability for metallic minerals and geothermal resources and this WSA has been
identified as being one of the more favorable environments for the occurrence of metallic minerals within
Region 3 of the Basin and Range Province (Great Basin G-E-M Joint Venture Report, 1983).  

High and moderate potential for occurrence of a diversity of mineral resources in different parts of the WSA
combined with continuing interest in the area by mining claimants, oil and gas corporations and geothermal
developers is evidence that in the future this area could produce significant quantities of important mineral
and energy resources.

While the wilderness values described in the Section 2(c) criteria of the Wilderness Act of 1964 are present
in the WSA, these values are not of sufficient quality or quantity so as to outweigh the benefits of other
resource values and uses, particularly the potential for mineral and energy development, which would be
foregone due to wilderness designation.  The WSA does not contain any single feature or combination of
features, such as vegetation, scenery, wildlife, geology and historic features, significant enough to balance
such a loss of opportunities and warrant its designation as wilderness.

3.  WILDERNESS CHARACTERISTICS

A.  Naturalness:  The central mountainous portion of the WSA is in an essentially natural condition while
areas surrounding this core are more heavily impacted by human activity.  Elevations in the WSA range
from about 3,400 feet in Dixie Valley to 7,615 feet at the summit of Eagle Peak.  The most interesting
natural features in the WSA are associated with Hare and Mississippi Canyons in the northeast portion of
the area.  Water is scarce in the WSA, and is generally found only at a few springs.  There are no perennial
streams in the WSA.

Outside the central core, there are fifteen cherrystem roads totaling 27.5 miles and eleven separate ways
totaling 21.5 miles.  Almost all of these roads and ways are related to mining activity.  Three miles of
fenceline and one well also are located in the WSA.  Old mining activity is visible in the area surrounding
Eagle Mountain, the most prominent peak in the WSA.  Grandfathered mining activities have expanded their
areas of operation into the WSA in several locations, particularly around Silver Hill and Cox, Fondaway,
Alameda, Big Elk, Wood and Mill Canyons.  
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B.  Solitude:  Opportunities for solitude vary considerably within the WSA.  The alluvial fans provide no
topographic and only minimal vegetative screening.  The lower reaches of the mountainous terrain consist of
moderately dissected canyons with only limited vegetative screening.  The sheer number of roads and
ways, mining activity and lack of topographic and vegetative screening adversely affect solitude
opportunities.  This is particularly true around Fondaway, Cox and Silver Hill Canyons and the old Dixie
townsite.

Solitude opportunities are good to excellent in the central, mountainous portion of the range, particularly
north of Fondaway Canyon where the single ridgeline to the south spreads out into a more highly dissected
configuration.  

Since 1968, the Fallon Naval Air Station (NAS) has conducted air warfare training in the restricted airspace
which blankets the entire Stillwater Range WSA.  Aircraft often make low level flights up the canyons of the
WSA, and this unit and the Job Peak WSA are subject to more low level tactical flights than the other
WSAs in the District.  The Navy is in the process of increasing air operations over the Stillwater Range
WSA.  With an increase in air operations by the Navy, impacts upon solitude in the WSA could be severe. 
While it is difficult to accurately estimate the actual impact of these operations, it must be assumed that
given the frequency of operations currently being considered, solitude opportunities may be diminished even
further and there could be an additional adverse impact to the overall wilderness quality of the WSA.

C.  Primitive and Unconfined Recreation:  There are few points of interest to attract a visitor.  Colorful
geologic formations and rugged terrain around Mississippi Canyon are probably the most interesting
features of the WSA.  Although the majority of the area is essentially natural in character, there is little that
distinguishes it from numerous other Great Basin mountain ranges or which makes it particularly unique. 
There are no major peaks and even the highest country in the WSA is somewhat rolling and lacks a timber
line.  There are few points of interest and no features which require an extended visit in order to see.  Water
is scarce and a visitor would find it difficult to avoid the impacts of human activity should he stray from the
central core of the area.  

D.  Special Features:  The fault scarp on the east side of the WSA along the base of the mountains is a
result of the 1954 earthquake.  It is easily seen and in places the earth has been displaced six to seven
feet.  A few wooden buildings are still partially standing at the old mining camp site in upper White Cloud
Canyon and large stacked piles of cut cord wood intended for use in the smelters at Coppereid, outside the
WSA, can still be found in some of the side canyons north of White Cloud Canyon.  Desert bighorn sheep,
once native to the range but eliminated by poaching and the transmittal of diseases by domestic sheep
which grazed the area until the 1940s, were successfully reintroduced into the WSA in 1985.

4.  MANAGEABILITY

The western side of the WSA has eight cherrystem roads and four ways crossing the alluvial fan and
providing access into the mountainous portion of the area.  The northwest corner of the unit has over seven
miles of ways in less than four square miles.  Almost all of these roads and ways provide access to areas
of either current or former mining activity.  It would be difficult to control off-road vehicle use in these areas. 
Seven roads and three ways are found on the east side of the WSA.  These roads and ways provide access
to range improvements and areas of former mining activity.

In the northeast portion of the WSA, a cherrystem road around Eagle Mountain comes within a mile of the
old Dixie townsite and the Dixie Comstock Mine, effectively isolating this area from the rest of the WSA. 
Along with the two ways north of this road it would be difficult to effectively manage this portion of the unit
as wilderness.  Two private inholdings, totalling almost 620 acres, are located in the WSA.  
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The central, mountainous part of the WSA could be effectively managed to preserve its wilderness
character.  The primary difficulty to management would involve on-the-ground location of a boundary
between wilderness and nonwilderness lands.

5.  ENERGY AND MINERAL RESOURCE VALUES

The entire WSA is considered to have moderate to high favorability for the occurrence of metallic minerals
and is believed to be one of the best "...potential areas for future metallic mineral finds of all the WSAs
studied in the Basin and Range province..." (GEM, 1983).  Mineral exploration has occurred throughout the
Stillwater Range since the mid-1800's.  Geothermal and precious metal developments are located both
adjacent to, and in close proximity to, the WSA.  Nonmetallic minerals within the WSA include fluorspar,
limestone, and sand and gravel.  Overall, favorability for the occurrence of economic nonmetallic mineral
deposits is considered low.

Strategic and critical minerals known to occur within the WSA include tungsten, copper, lead and fluorspar.

6.  SUMMARY OF WSA-SPECIFIC PUBLIC COMMENTS

A total of 45 comments, which specifically mentioned the Stillwater Range WSA, were received on the draft
EIS.  Twenty-four commentors supported wilderness designation for all or part of the WSA.  Twenty-one
commentors supported no wilderness for the WSA.

Those favoring wilderness commented on the area's scenic quality, outstanding solitude and primitive
recreation opportunities and lack of resource conflicts in the core of the WSA.  Those opposing designation
stated that the area is roaded and has been mined for over l00 years, has no solitude due to aircraft
overflights, and has high mineral potential.  In addition, several commentors reiterated an opposition to
wilderness in general.  

The National Park Service, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the
Bureau of Reclamation, the Department of the Navy, the State of Nevada and the Churchill County
Commissioners all commented on the draft EIS.  The Park Service was concerned about preservation of
cultural resources.  The Department of the Navy felt that if the area was designated as wilderness, air
warfare training activities could be constrained at some future date.  The Governor of Nevada's consistency
review supported the Proposed Action and concurred with the recommendation not to designate the
Stillwater Range WSA as wilderness.  Churchill County voiced a general opposition to any wilderness
designations within the county and endorsed the Proposed Action, citing the high mineral potential of the
area, lack of wilderness characteristics and impacts to solitude from low flying aircraft from NAS Fallon. 
The other agencies did not identify any specific jurisdictional conflicts with any of the alternatives.

Three comment letters were received on the final EIS.  The EPA made a general statement that water and
air quality would receive additional protection in those areas recommended for wilderness designation,
however, they did not make any comment regarding those areas, including the Stillwater Range WSA, not
recommended suitable.  The Department of the Navy felt that certain terms in the document required
clarification.  Two individuals submitted a general protest letter which stated that the EIS violated NEPA and
should be totally rewritten.


